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Western civilization, says John Murray 
Cuddihy, rests on secularized Christianity 
and in order to be fully accepted in it, 
the classical Jew was obliged to euphe- 
mize himself. He had to be “nice,” to 
renounce the “intensity, fanaticism, and 
inwardness,” the “too muchness,” of his 
personality and his history. The “ordeal 
of civility’ was the price of admission 
to the heaven on earth of American social 
status. 

This kind of cool civility, the authority 
adds, did not come naturally to the classi- 
cal Jew. His ancient familistic tradition 
had accustomed him to familiarity, to 
self-searching and intimate exposure, had 
encouraged a confessional, obsessional at- 
titude toward personality. “Having love,” 
as Irving Howe said, the Jew “had no 
need for politeness,” which in this context 
was a synonym for ritualized hypocrisy. 
On entering the new world, however, he 
did need it, because he wished to be loved 
not only by his own family, but by the 
family of man, which was regulated less 
by the Protestant ethic than the Protestant 
etiquette and the Protestant esthetic. 


Price of an Invitation 


Thou shalt not confide. Curb your curi- 
osity. Contain yourself. Be inconspicuous 
in all things. Extinguish the unseemly 
outward signs of your “importunity,” for 
Emily Post has usurped the place of your 
Jewish mother. Straighten your hair, 
soften your speech, shorten your nose. 
Give up authenticity, all ye who enter 
here. This was the only way to assimila- 
tion, the cost of an invitation to the white- 
gloved garden party that was American 
society. The Jew could remain a parish, 
or he could become a liar. 

It should be clear by now that “The 
Ordeal of Civility’ is not cramped by 
reticence. Mr. Cuddihy goes on to suggest 
that the theories of Freud, Marx and 
Lévi-Strauss originated in a_ rebellion 
against the institutionalized repression of 
their Jewishness. In stripping all human 
behavior of the mask of respectability, in 
redefining civility as frigidity or impotence, 
Freud challenged the basic premise of the 
gentile’s position. In effect, he said that 
everybody’s unconscious is “Jewish”—i.e., 
history-haunted, immoderate, theatrical, 
vulnerable and hungry for love. 

In Freud’s incest taboo, Mr. Cuddihy 
contends, the mother is only a screen- 
image for the shiksa. The true super ego 
is the gentile while the unruly id expressed 
the incorrigibly human creature who was 
spawned in the shtetl or ghetto. Psycho- 
analysis might be described as the impolite 
science, “an oasis in the desert of reti- 
cence,” in the words of Philip Reiff. In 
psychoanalytic thinking, Mr. Cuddihy 
writes, “the social troubles of a modern- 
izing Jewry receive a_ self-enhancing 
cognitive gloss: social malaise becomes a 
medical symptom, offenses become de- 
fenses, kvetches become hysterical com- 
plaints, tsuris becomes basic anxiety, 
social shame becomes moral guilt, deviance 
becomes incapacity, strangeness becomes 
alienation; to be badly behaved is to be 
mentally ill.” 

After Freud, Wilhelm Reich identified 
full orgasm as the ultimate impoliteness, 

a social gaffe of which no respectable 


woman would be guilty, one that her 
husband reserved for his excursions into 
“low” company. Janov’s “primal scream,” 
Mr. Cuddihy observed is even more un- 
mannerly than talking too loudly in a 
restaurant. 

For Marx, the civility of the goyim was 
simply a cover for his cash-and-carry 
“brutality.” To protect the tradition-bound 
Jew against such “modern” brutality, 
Marx felt that he must be rescued from 
the ‘“‘crudeness of practical need.” Com- 
munism was to provide everyone equally 
with an economically guaranteed etiquette 
or esthetic. Both Freud and Marx, the 
author points out, were much concerned 
with censorship. It was the subject of 
Marx’s first book and played a central 
part in Freud’s theory of dream interpreta- 
tion. For Freud especially, the civility of 
the “wasp” was a form of censorship, a 
conspiracy of silence that stripped the Jew 
of language, his best weapon, and passion, 
his true wealth. 

Lévi-Strauss’s anthropological exaltation 
of the primitive is a defense, Mr. Cuddihy 
feels, of the Jew’s incessant regression 
to the real. His volume with the astonish- 
ing title of “The Origin of Table Manners” 
reads the world at large a lesson on the 
difference between knowing how to live 
and knowing how to behave. In Mr. Cud- 
dihy’s terms, the classical Jew came out 
of a culture, while the status-oriented 
gentile rarely ventured beyond cultivation. 

In our perverted age, the author asserts, 
many Jews have made a virtue of neces- 
sity in choosing “the cultural pathos of 
the victim” as an alternative, sentimental 
form of status. It was this masochistic 
syndrome, altruistically shared, which 
prompted Irving Howe to urge Ralph Elli- 
son and James Baldwin to exchange their 
sophisticated styles, their “civility” for 
the “natural” rhythms of black protest 


and rage. 
A Bill of Rites 


The much-pubicized riot-conspiracy trial 
of the Chicago Seven, like the Black 
Panthers’ “ordeal” in New Haven, is de- 
scribed by Mr. Cuddihy as a testing of a 
notion that the Bill of Rights is really a 
bill of rites, that decorum is a hidden 
clause in the constitution and justice, an 
intrinsically bourgeois commodity. Though 
he does not mention it, the author will 
probaby see the radical chic so well de- 
scribed by Tom Wolfe as the reductio 
ad absurdum of the assimilated, or inau- 
thentic, Jew. New left civility might be 
characterized as a miscegenated marriage 
of gentile politeness and Jewish masoch- 
ism. 

As if he too is determined to to defy 
the strictures of civility Mr. Cuddihy 
sometimes develops his thesis with a 
rhetorical recklessness. He is certainly 
not afraid of flamboyance. It seems clear, 
for example, that he has allowed himself 
to be carried away when he implies that 
Freud, Marx and Lévi-Strauss were pow- 
erfully motivated by the revolt against 
anti-Semetic “civility” than by any other 
impulses. Their work was undoubtedly 
“over determined” as Freud would say, 
was drawn from many sources. But the 
authors’ élan does not in the least invali- 
date “The Ordeal of Civility.” In fact, it 
works the other way around: the book’s 
greatest value lies in its heuristic chutzpah, 
its “rude” stirring of the sediment of 
conventional thinking. 


